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This article explores the professional role of teachers of Swedish as a second language (SSL). The study is 

based on interviews with highly qualified SSL teachers to examine their perspectives regarding their 

professional identity; the opportunities, if any, that exist for them to have agency; and the changes they 

believe would lead to them having a stronger voice. Findings demonstrate that their everyday reality as 

teachers makes their role in education difficult. One contributing factor is that principals and teachers of 

other subjects lack sufficient knowledge about second language students (L2 students), which makes it 

unrealistic to assume SSL teachers can lead the type of school development and organisational change that 

they require to establish a voice in their role. To strengthen their profession, SSL teachers require a new 

type of role, one in which they not only are experts in the field of L2-student learning and educational needs 

but are also trained in issues of leadership. 
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Introduction and Literature Review 
This study focuses on the professional role of teachers of Swedish as a second language (SSL) and 

draws on research on how SSL teachers and their students are positioned (Wedin, 2021a and b). In 

1995, SSL was established as a school subject with its own curriculum for primary through to 

secondary school (Tingbjörn, 2004). The thinking behind the curriculum was that SSL students 

would gain both language skills and knowledge about Swedish (SNAE, 2019). According to the 

curriculum (SNAE, 2019, p. 274), SSL students should:  

“…be given the preconditions to develop their spoken and written Swedish so that they become 

confident in their language skills and can express themselves in different contexts and for different 

purposes.”  

This means that teaching is to provide students with the opportunity to develop their language for 

thinking, communicating and learning. However, second language students (L2 students) face the 

double challenge of both needing advanced skills in the new language and using those skills for 

learning in other subjects. This alone demonstrates the important role of second language teachers 

(L2 teachers), who often not only plan and to support L2 learning, but also to organise L2 students’ 

education in ways that enhance both their learning of the language and their success in other school 

subjects.  

As research has shown, SSL teachers face numerous obstacles and challenges. Lindberg and 

Hyltenstam (2012) highlight how the educational framework of SSL has political, cultural and social 

dimensions. Moreover, they underline the central role played by teachers of English as an L2 (ESL) 

in countries such as Canada and Australia, where students achieve good academic results. In their 

research, Hedman and Magnusson (2020, 2021) demonstrate how SSL teachers contested 

discourses concerning the low status of their subject. Further, the highly qualified teachers in their 

study underlined their expertise and maintained that students benefited from their teaching. In 

another study (Siekkinen, 2021), SSL teachers stressed that students perceived their subject to be 

both valued and prestigious. However, reports by the Swedish School Inspectorate (2010, 2020), 

the Agency for School Development (2004) and the Swedish National Agency for Education 

(SNAE) (2018a) have identified issues, such as for example vagueness and variation in the 

organization of education for L2 students, resulting in inequality in terms of educational quality.  
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In research on newly arrived students in Sweden, Högberg et al. (2020) demonstrated that although 

SSL teachers express great commitment to their professional roles, they also experience a lack of 

required support. The researchers further showed how the SSL teachers ran the risk of being 

overwhelmed in their professional role because of responsibilities beyond those expected of 

teachers. Svensson (2019), whose study focused on students seeking asylum in Sweden, found that 

SSL teachers lacked adequate support and often worked individually rather than collectively. 

Although appointed as specialists, they lacked formal recognition and support from the 

management that would enable them to be successful in their professional role. In contrast to the 

studies by Högberg et al. (2020) and Svensson (2019), the study by Wedin (2021b) focused solely 

on SSL teachers in Sweden and highlighted the obstacles and challenges they face, such as not 

being given voice in relation to issues of language in other subjects or organisation of education at 

the local level. 

Lindberg and Hyltenstam (2012) stress that the successful SSL teacher needs to be adaptable, 

flexible, highly competent and pedagogically adept. Not only are SSL teachers trained to teach 

Swedish as a second language, but they are also taught the importance of both including issues of 

language in the teaching of other subjects and of collaborating with other staff members, such as 

other teachers (of other subjects), other SSL teachers, mother tongue teachers, and assistants in 

study guidance in the mother tongue (SGMT assistants). In Sweden, SGMT assistants play an 

important role in the academic lives of newly arrived students through helping them in school 

subjects by communicating with them in a language that the students understand and can use for 

learning.  

The role of SSL teachers extends beyond teaching SSL. However, Svensson (2019), Högberg et al. 

(2020) and Wedin (2021b) show that the commitment of SSL teachers combined with the lack of 

support they receive from management results in their frustration. Leung (2012) argues that the 

nature of professional knowledge and professionalism among L2 teachers may shift over time as it 

is dependent on several factors, such as social and policy changes.  Ganuza and Hyltenstam (2020) 

claim that the increase in negative attitudes against immigrants in the public debate in Sweden may 

negatively affect the implementation of education that is relevant for L2 students. Consequently, 

their professionalism can manifest itself differently.  
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In the center of the article is the professional role of SSL teachers in Sweden. Six semi-structured 

interviews were conducted, and an abductive content analysis was done. The analysis is based on 

perceptions of identity, agency and voice among SSL teachers to enable a focus on aspects of 

power. The article aims to investigate the tensions that exist between the expectations for SSL 

teachers and the conditions under which they work. The professionalism of SSL teachers can 

manifest itself differently, and the article highlights this issue. We suggest that there is a need for 

greater recognition and support for SSL teachers in Sweden to enable them to be successful in their 

professional role and to provide education that is relevant for L2 students.  

To better understand the tension and aspects of power in terms of the SSL teachers’ professional 

role, interviews were conducted with six highly qualified and experienced SSL teachers who had 

worked in various contexts and had been influential in their role. For an analysis of the data that 

allows an understanding of issues of power in relation to identity, agency and voice among SSL 

teachers, the following research questions were addressed: 

RQ 1. What do these SSL teachers reveal about their professional identity?  

RQ 2. What spaces for agency do they perceive themselves to have?  

RQ 3. What changes do they claim would strengthen their voice?  

In the next section, we present our key concepts – teacher identity, agency and voice – and how 

they relate to power within the context of school. We then provide the framework of the study, 

after which we present the design of the study, followed by the findings. Finally, the article 

culminates with conclusions and a discussion of implications. 

Theoretical Frames  
The study adopts a critical perspective on language and education through its focus on issues of 

identity, agency and voice to allow for a better understanding of power relations in terms of the 

complexity of the SSL teacher’s role. The importance of considering the question of teacher 

identity in relation to language and education has been stressed by, for example, Cummins (2000), 

Fairclough (1989/2001), Gee (2000) and Wedin (2020). In line with Foucault (2000, 2008), critically 

oriented researchers have debated the notion of identity. Researchers such as Fairclough 

(1989/2001), Gee (2000) and Ivanič (1998) have studied identity in education from a critical 
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perspective and have argued that people have multiple identities that are ambiguous and unstable, 

and that are related to questions of power distribution. According to McLaughlin (2012), power 

affects the opportunity of the individual to choose different identities. Indeed, they may experience 

“a stigmatized, devalued identity imposed on them from which it is not easy to escape” 

(McLaughlin, 2012, p. 3). Specific for this study, identity is understood to be multiple, unstable and 

varying. The use of agency may imply an understanding of agency as being dynamic and fluid and 

as developing in social interaction. As Ahearn (2001) puts it, “the socioculturally mediated capacity 

to act” (p. 112; see also Vitanova et al., 2015). Research on teacher agency, such as that by Priestly 

et al. (2015), usually focuses on how teachers work in practice and engage with policy. In the present 

study, teacher agency is to be understood as opportunities teachers have to act. The analysis is 

based on what teachers reveal about their perceived space for agency as resulting from power 

relations and institutional structures. Accordingly, voice is used to analyse what changes SSL 

teachers believe would strengthen their opportunities to be heard. The concept of voice has been 

used in relation to writing by, for example, Hyland (2008) and McKenna et al. (2020). The latter 

use voice in relation to children’s writing as “a way to convey ideas, feelings, or information that is 

unique or authentic to the writer” (p. 807). Here, however, voice relates to power and to the right 

to express oneself and, consequently, be heard. 

Research Methodology 
For this study, six SSL teachers were interviewed individually in Swedish. The interview design was 

semi-structured. The teachers selected were those that we, as teacher educators and researchers, 

considered both knowledgeable and influential within the SSL field, as well as influential in terms 

of their work with teachers, school leaders and other professionals. All six had at least 90 ECTS of 

university studies in Swedish as a second language, were experienced teachers (with between 6 and 

30 years teaching) and had held a leadership role of some kind at a local school or at municipal 

level, including matters relating to the organization of education. At the time of the interviews, they 

were overseeing the professional development of other teachers, were leaders at the local level, and 

had worked with in-service training for colleagues or in the role of educational advisors at the 

national level. Several had established national networks for SSL teachers and had published books, 

book chapters and debate articles, and had worked with the development of local and national 

policy documents. They had worked predominantly in primary and secondary schools (in Sweden, 
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grund- och gymnasieskola), although four had also worked within adult education and at preschools. 

For ethical reasons, no more information will be provided about the individual teachers; 

henceforth, we shall refer to them as Teacher 1, Teacher 2, Teacher 3, and so on. 

The study obtained written, informed consent from the teachers, and all material was processed 

and stored following the Data Security Plan of Dalarna University and in accordance with the EU’s 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, EUR-lex, 2016/679). There were four hours of 

interview recordings, which were subsequently transcribed by the authors. The excerpts used in 

this article are our translations into English. The transcripts were adapted to written language 

norms to facilitate reading, with repetitions and humming indicated, but pauses omitted. The 

researchers used (…) to denote omitted talk and [ ] for additional comments and extralinguistic 

features, such as laughing [laughs]. 

Teachers were asked about their teaching background, their views on the professional role of SSL 

teachers (both their own views and views in general) in relation to issues of responsibility and 

collaboration, and problems that they had encountered in their role, including during their work 

with other teachers. They were also asked to share best practices, positive examples of and ideas 

for change, and their views on the general status of the SSL teacher. We also asked them about 

SSL teacher education programmes. The interviews were conducted by the second author.  

The study structured and grouped its data according to issues of teacher identity, teacher agency and 

teacher voice, which are interrelated.  For teacher identity (RQ 1), we placed examples of how teachers 

perceive their professional role when it comes to responsibility, qualifications and relations to other 

school staff. For teacher agency (RQ 2), we looked at how the teachers talked about their perceived 

space for agency in their professional role in relation to status and power relations. Teacher voice 

(RQ 3) was identified by how teachers talked about when, and to what extent, they perceived they 

had opportunities to talk and be heard. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Data were analysed for content, and the analysis was 

framed by our focus on professional identity, agency and voice. The analysis was abductive, which 

means that the data analysis was combined with repeated re-reading of the empirical transcripts. 

Abduction allows the researcher to “on the one hand, dare to take the leap beyond pure distillation 

of facts, while, on the other hand, basing this on (already theory-laden) empirical findings” 
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(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994, p. 45, our translation). This means that the analysis included 

reflection that moved between the theoretical analysis and the empirical data in a step-by-step 

process.  

Step one involved reading the transcripts of the recorded interviews several times. In step two, 

information was analysed systematically, first in relation to each research question and then for 

each question to identify patterns and to form the themes presented in the results section. Using 

this step-by-step process, we identified sub-concepts, sub-categories and sub-themes to structure 

what the teachers related. Because there are no clear-cut borders between the three concepts of 

identity, agency and voice, there are no strict borders between the themes and presented issues. 

However, in the analysis we tried to identify parts that might help us answer our three research 

questions.  

Results 
In the sampled data we identified the following central themes related to SSL teacher identity: a) the 

teacher’s duty and role, b) the teacher's qualifications, c) the distinction between SSL and the school 

subject Swedish, and d) the importance of school leaders/management being well informed. Under 

the heading SSL teacher agency, the the following themes are presented: a) school culture, b) 

collaboration with school leaders/management, c) collaboration with colleagues other than SSL 

teachers, d) collaboration with SGMT assistants and mother-tongue teachers, e) digitalization, and 

f) perceived status as an SSL teacher. And finally, under the heading SSL teacher voice, the following 

identified themes are declared: a) teacher education, b) the status of the subject, c) collaboration 

between SSL teachers and d) financial resources. As can be seen, both collaboration and status are 

included under agency and under voice. This is because we find collaboration to relate to agency 

in connection to other colleagues and to voice as a way to strengthen SSL teachers as a group. 

Similarly, status is connected to agency by the way the teachers perceive their own professional 

role, and to voice through the status they perceive to be attributed to the subject SSL.  

SSL teacher identity  

Identity issues in relation to the professional role of SSL teacher are central to what SSL teachers 

relate. The teachers referred to encountering both general and specific issues. Identifiable themes 
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are SSL teachers’ duties and roles, their qualifications, the distinctions between the two school 

subjects, SSL and Swedish, and the importance of knowledge among school management.  

The interviewed teachers described themselves using expressions such as mentors, enthusiasts, 

multitaskers and supervisors assisting students in all kinds of situations. They emphasized the 

complexity of their role, which includes helping individual students to find their place in school 

and in society at large, and helping their colleagues work with and support second language 

students.  Some see their job as “very exciting, the best job in the world”, as Teacher 3 expressed, 

and something they chose to do. In particular, they highlighted that they furthered their education 

in SSL beyond the official requirements to be more qualified to teach the subject as they considered 

the necessary educational qualifications too low. Thus, this demonstrates that these teachers have 

a great interest in and enthusiasm for their professional assignment: educating second language 

learners.    

The teachers raised two factors as being important for their professional success. The first is being 

qualified and having the skills and knowledge to teach the subject Swedish as a second language. 

The second is the need to have both the opportunity and the ability to work with other colleagues, 

such as school leaders/management, subject teachers, mother-tongue teachers, SGMT assistants, 

special needs teachers, school welfare officers and healthcare staff. SSL teachers indicated the 

importance of being able to plan in-service training for the whole school team. The identity of the 

educational developer is something that was talked about in various ways. Seemingly, much focus 

lies on the difficulties this presents. As such, they highlighted collaborative skills:  

“[s]o, you [as an SSL teacher] may, than other categories of staff or other subject teachers, be able 

to work together with others” (Teacher 2).  

Each of the six teachers emphasised the importance of knowing what conditions are optimal for 

L2 student learning in terms of being skilled and qualified to teach the subject SSL. For primary 

school, the academic credit requirements are 30 ECTS in the field of SSL, for lower-secondary 

school 45 ECTS, and for upper-secondary school 90 ECTS. Of these six teachers, three have a 

master’s degree with a major in SSL. The six teachers communicated how teachers are assigned to 

teach SSL, despite not having the professional competence or qualifications to do so. Several 

teachers addressed the need to distinguish between the two subjects, SSL and Swedish, and that 
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both subjects require specialised competence. This is particularly important when both subjects are 

taught at the same time in the same classroom, sometimes by one teacher:  

“You have to know what you can do together and what you need to do separately” (Teacher 2).  

They also disclosed situations where the teacher is only qualified to teach Swedish, not SSL:  

“They are also SSL teachers. This is their job, but they have neither the training nor the right 

teaching conditions” (Teacher 3). 

Many of the teachers referred to instances where they have felt SSL to be secondary to Swedish 

and somehow stigmatised. The difficulties for the SSL teacher to uphold the knowledge 

requirements for the subject may lead to students requesting to change from SSL to Swedish:  

“[the SSL teacher] does not have the same status as the teacher of the subject Swedish, which may 

be why students in SSL wish to transfer [to Swedish] too early” (Teacher 1).  

Moreover, a number of them conveyed how the importance of their work is sometimes disregarded 

by school leaders/management. This was exemplified through SSL teachers sometimes being used 

as an extra resource or as a substitute for absent colleagues: 

“Right now, I’m actually teaching English. This is something that you as an SSL teacher, that you 

may also be the one who [is told], “Oh, now we don’t have anyone here. Now you’ll be the 

substitute.” So, so this still applies to me.” (Teacher 6) 

Thus, a complex picture of identity related to the professional role of an SSL teacher becomes 

apparent. The teachers highlighted their passion and enthusiasm for their job and the need for 

relevant qualifications, including the ability to collaborate. At the same time, they raised concerns 

about the low status related to the subject and its teachers, and how SSL teachers sometimes are 

marginalised and given work duties other than those for which they are employed. Moreover, the 

role of school management in relation to the SSL teacher identity was highlighted. 
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SSL teacher agency   

Regarding the perceived space for agency, the teachers commented on what they call “school 

culture,” that is, collaboration with school leaders/management, collaboration with SGMT 

assistants and mother tongue teachers, digitalisation, and on how the role as an SSL teacher is 

perceived. They see school culture as being one factor that affects their ability to influence the 

organisation in terms of collaboration between different categories of staff. They regard collegial 

unity as crucial and link it to knowledge and awareness among principals, school 

leaders/management and other colleagues, in particular mother-tongue teachers and SGMT 

assistants. Furthermore, the participants alluded to the perceived status of SSL teachers among 

colleagues and digital tools that enable collaboration. Concerning one’s status as an SSL teacher 

and space to act, the teachers highlighted that it may be difficult when you are a newly educated 

SSL teacher to find a position at the school where there is already an established school culture. 

However, making both colleagues and school leaders aware of this may prove challenging.  

Regarding the perceived space for agency, the SSL teachers emphasised collaboration with 

colleagues and school leaders. They saw timetabling as an organisational issue that needs to be dealt 

with and include SSL teachers. Time is central when it comes to collaboration among staff – if 

there is no time, then there is no collaboration. Moreover, SSL teachers highlighted the importance 

of collaboration with school leaders/management, as they play a crucial role in allowing time for 

teachers to meet each other so that they can plan together and give SSL teachers more space to 

promote collaboration. The teachers also talked about how school leaders/management need 

knowledge and understanding when it comes to the learning conditions for L2 students. One 

teacher gave an example of a principal’s response to changes to the curricula that were going to be 

implemented the following year:  

“[mimicking] Yes, but then we’ll do that next year, but now we’ll continue like this”, which meant 

that SSL students would continue to be taught in the same classroom as students who studied 

Swedish [laughs]; then I feel that this is exactly where the competence is lacking.” (Teacher 6) 

Furthermore, the role of school leaders is stressed in relation to SSL as a subject and to 

collaboration between colleagues: 
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“Principals who do not have resources to organise education in a good way, where beginners and 

advanced levels are mixed within the same group (…) I mean, then it’s easy to figure out that the 

quality of education won’t be high.” (Teacher 3) 

Several of the teachers exemplified how awareness among school leaders/management has enabled 

them as SSL teachers to do what they have been trained to do. Good management created 

opportunities for collaboration and time for implementation, which had long-term effects. One 

teacher presented an example of a principal who had no knowledge about SSL but still managed 

to give the SSL teachers support. She related how the principal had searched the Internet for 

information and found a blog and a Facebook page for SSL teachers, which he informed his 

teachers about. She saw this as a good example of how even without necessary knowledge a school 

leader may search for information and thus be able to help teachers. 

In terms of collaboration, the teachers highlighted that collaboration with other teachers is 

necessary, but that it takes time. As an individual teacher who finds the working load too heavy, 

you may see it as simply easier in the short time to work independently. The teachers underlined 

the difficulty of claiming that colleagues should collaborate and that timetables need to enable this 

without having the identity as the one who is responsible for L2 students’ education generally and 

for the development of the teaching staff. One of the teachers related that at one school where she 

had been working she had been responsible for meetings for planning purposes and for meetings 

for special needs teachers, mother-tongue teachers, SGMT assistants and SSL teachers. At her 

present school, however, she was not given such a responsibility and thus finds that she cannot 

fulfill her task to plan for the SSL students’ education outside the SSL class. 

In terms of collaboration with SGMT assistants and mother-tongue teachers, all the teachers 

highlighted its importance as it means that support is available to students from different 

professional groups. Several of the teachers had arranged courses for SGMT assistants. One 

participant described what she had learnt from both SGMT assistants and from mother-tongue 

teachers: 

“What I’ve learnt today is that students appreciate this [that I learn from them], and they see that 

I value those languages [other than Swedish that the students know]. This sort of spills over into 

other languages and also to other students. And I learned so much from those teachers about 
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what the school system is like and what differences there are, what you may think are students’ 

expectations and what I need to be clear about and address.” (Teacher 2) 

Thus she has found that through learning from SGMT assistants and mother-tongue teachers she 

has developed in her own teacher role. One of the interviewed teachers spoke of how she, as school 

leader at that time, had fought to get a first-teacher position (förstelärartjänst)1 for the mother-tongue 

teachers: “I managed and this raised their status, so wow!” (Teacher 1). As the first-teacher position 

is linked to holding a higher status, she felt that she had strengthened the status of all mother-

tongue teachers. Furthermore, as mentioned above, digitalisation was regarded as important for 

meetings and collaboration since it facilitates communication online.  

The teachers have many experiences that exemplify the importance of their perceived status and 

social position for their agency. Issues of agency relate to the position of SSL teachers, the subject 

of SSL and the SSL student group. One teacher described how she was met with doubt from her 

colleagues when she initiated a large-scale development project with her students:  

“It will never work! You’ll never get them to agree to it!” (Teacher 4).  

This resulted in her becoming stronger in her leadership role as she managed to fulfil the project. 

However, despite the success of the project, she acknowledged feeling alone in her role as SSL 

teacher. Teacher 5 commented that the involvement of school leaders/management in questions 

regarding L2 students is also crucial when it comes to the status of the SSL teacher. Regarding 

classes in Swedish with a mix of L1 and L2 students, the teachers related there is a risk that SSL is 

perceived as having a lower status and that the role of the SSL teacher is to defend the rights of L2 

students, particularly in relation to other teachers. This lower status can be exemplified by a lack of 

classroom space or a lack of a substitute teacher when the main SSL teacher is absent. Not only 

did the teachers stress social aspects, but they also underlined how social issues may be a heavy 

burden for SSL teachers, particularly the social reality of students:  

 

1 Förstelärartjänst is a category of teacher that secures a higher wage and greater responsibility than other teachers. 
Promotion to förstelärare may be based on the teacher’s education or other criteria, as decided by the principal. 
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“Social aspects may pose huge challenges for the individual student as well as for the whole group 

and the teacher, and (…) some [students] perhaps don’t even have anywhere to live, which is very 

difficult. And this sort of thing doesn’t help you when you’re in school trying to learn. And then 

there are often specific cases of drugs and the like.” (Teacher 4) 

Thus, the space for agency of SSL teachers is affected by many factors. Those that appear most 

prominently in the teachers’ accounts relate to collaboration with colleagues and the importance 

of competence and awareness among colleagues in terms of what L2 students require. The teachers 

present examples of how they have managed to effect change, particularly within their schools, and 

how they have been successful in their professional role, one aspect of which is creating good 

learning conditions for L2 students. An important factor for their space for agency seems to be 

collaboration with both school leaders/management and colleagues – what some termed school 

culture. 

A voice for SSL teachers  

The third research question concerns possible changes the SSL teachers see as giving them more 

voice. To answer this question, the analysis focused on to what extent and in what aspects the 

teachers perceive themselves as being heard. The participants underlined the importance of teacher 

education and collaboration between SSL educators, the perceived status of SSL and the availability 

of financial resources.  

Teacher education of both SSL teachers and other school staff members is deemed a noteworthy 

issue. The SSL teachers emphasised the multifaceted, relevant and important knowledge they 

acquired from their specific education for other school staff to understand the learning needs of 

multilingual students. Indeed, all the participants stressed the importance of multilingualism 

featuring in teacher education:  

“It should go without saying that this should be included in (…) all teacher education 

programmes” (Teacher 3).  

One teacher argued for greater teaching similarities between the subjects Swedish and SSL, 

particularly when it comes to upper-secondary school, stating she would like to see teachers with 

relevant education in both subjects. 
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In addition, there is the issue of the status of the subject SSL and claiming the rights of its students, 

which is relevant in terms of opportunities to talk and to be heard. As mentioned earlier, teachers 

talked about not being listened to in cases where they defended the rights of the L2 students. One 

SSL teacher described having to argue for discussions at staff meetings on subject-didactic 

questions and of being subsequently mandated to arrange such discussions. Another case where a 

teacher spoke up was when she gave advice to SGMT assistants regarding the choice of material 

that can be used to explain the current subject content. However, three of the participants viewed 

themselves as being unheard, and thus excluded. For example, a teacher conveyed her 

disappointment with so few of her peers using the official assessment tool, Bygga svenska (Building 

Swedish), which she thinks should be enforced by a national directive:  

“I wished that a decision could have been made about the direction to take for all of Sweden when 

it comes to ‘Building Swedish’” (Teacher 1).  

Moreover, she hinted at her lack of voice on this issue:  

“As long as we have different assessment tools, we won’t have a common language for the 

discussion of students’ language development” (Teacher 1).  

Therefore, she underlines the need for teachers to develop common ways to talk about students’ 

language development and that using a common assessment tool is one way to reach that goal. 

Nevertheless, she perceives that her voice remains unheard and thus asks for others to pursue 

matters. 

The teachers claimed the status of SSL teachers might be raised through more collaborative work. 

For example, they referred to their own activities in an association for SSL teachers and in SSL 

teacher group chats on social media, and to a strong research field as examples of how they may 

gain a stronger voice. Teacher 3 argued that researchers in the field ought to take a more active role 

in the public debate to support SSL:  

“I think that we maybe need to do that more our voices need to be raised even more.” 

The issue of resources is but one that concerns the teachers: for example, limited resources prevent 

the grouping of students according to language level. They argued for the need for regulations in 
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the Education Act (SFS 2010:800) and the School Ordinance (SFS 2011:185) that pertain to 

resource distribution.  

In summary, although SSL teachers express intentions to claim a voice, one can denote a sense of 

resignation or disappointment from their accounts. While they point out activities through teacher 

associations and teacher groups on social media and provide examples of being heard, they also 

articulate a sense of helplessness when wanting to institute change. Requests for researchers to 

participate in the public debate, for official directives, for allocation of necessary resources, and for 

reactions from school leaders/management show that they may sometimes find their work as SSL 

teachers overwhelming.  

The teachers’ perception of the SSL teacher’s role in Sweden: Summary of the 
Results 

The study found that the interviewed SSL teachers, successful professionals with leadership 

experience, present a complex picture of the SSL teacher’s role. Although they are enthusiastic 

about their work, for example with “the best job in the world,” they are simultaneously disillusioned 

by the reality of their professional role. This is in line with the research by Svensson (2019), 

Hedman and Magnusson (2020), and Högberg et al. (2020). The identity of the SSL teacher emerges 

as one who is a passionate professional, with high demands for quality in terms of both their own 

knowledge and that of their colleagues, and that required for their students’ education. SSL teachers 

stress collaboration as an important ability, but they see it as problematic because it depends on 

school leaders/management and colleagues and their knowledge of L2 student education as a 

whole. The most contentious issue related by the SSL educators is the low status attributed to SSL 

as a subject, including their work being marginalized and devalued.  

SSL teachers’ experience of low status and their work being devalued affects how they talk about 

their space for agency. Despite having demonstrated agency in various ways, the participants 

communicate that neither they nor their teacher colleagues are heard. This is the case at both the 

local school level, where their work depends very much on decisions by school 

leadership/management and colleagues, and at the national level, when it comes to regulations and 

financial resources that they perceive to be inadequate for them to carry out their professional 

duties. However, their sense of resignation and disappointment is somewhat contradicted by how 
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they engage on social media and in teacher associations. A picture develops of teachers who express 

their voice, but who do not perceive themselves as being heard – at least not to the extent they 

believe necessary. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

This study found that issues of power stand out as important when it comes to the roles of SSL 

teachers and the extent to which they feel that they are being heard and have the possibility to act 

regarding their students’ education. This study supports findings relating to challenges and 

obstacles found in earlier studies (Högberg et al., 2020; Svensson, 2019; Hedman & Magnusson, 

2020, 2021; Wedin & Rosén, 2021) and in reports (Agency for School Development, 2004; School 

Inspectorate, 2010, 2020; SNAE, 2018a). The vagueness and variations in the organisation and 

teaching of the school subject SSL as reported by the School Inspectorate (2010, 2020) are also 

evident here in the variation and ambiguity expressed by the six SSL teachers. The study also found 

that despite the participants having previously effected change in education for L2 students, they 

still face numerous obstacles and resistance, which is also experienced by other SSL teachers. One 

significant factor they report is that their agency to act is dependent on the attitudes and knowledge 

of school management and colleagues towards SSL as a subject. This finding is consistent with 

earlier research by Hedman and Magnusson (2018). Our finding is also in agreement with Ahearn’s 

(2001) view of agency as something dynamic that develops through social interaction. From the 

interviews, it is clear that power relations and institutional structures also play an influential role in 

SSL teachers’ space for agency (cf. Siekkinen, 2012, pp. 211-212). As Svensson (2019) argues, SSL 

teachers may be perceived as “street-level bureaucrats” because they must work according to 

official directives while simultaneously dealing with an everyday reality dictated by factors beyond 

their control.  

It is difficult to interpret the resistance SSL teachers seem to encounter when it comes to creating 

good learning conditions for L2 students. Although solid, credible, well-established and accepted 

research indicates some conditions to be necessary – such as the importance of using language 

development approaches in various subjects and that all teachers need knowledge about L2-

learning, in line with  official statutes such as the Education Act (SFS 2010:800) and curricula (such 

as SNAE, 2019) – how this is implemented at the local level seems to vary (see also Sahlée, 2017, 
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pp. 14-19). The findings in this study are in line with reports by The School Inspectorate (see 

School Inspectorate, 2010, 2020), The Agency for School Development (2004), and The Swedish 

Institute for Educational Research (SIER) (2018), all of which report problems with equivalence 

and educational quality with education for L2 students. Explanations for this may be that the SSL 

teaching profession is less established than others, such as subject teaching and the teaching of 

Swedish, and that the teaching of L2 students barely features in the teacher education of other 

teachers (Hermansson et al., 2021; Wedin & Rosén, 2021). Another explanation might be that most 

teachers and school leaders/management have little experience of the needs of multilingual 

students and learning in an L2 setting. However, how is the role of the SSL teacher, which has 

been a teacher category in the Swedish school system for more than 25 years, not better established? 

And why is there insufficient knowledge when it comes to L2 students’ learning? The Swedish 

National Agency for Education has invested significantly in the professional development of in-

service teachers (Wedin & Rosén, 2021) and has published widely on the topic (such as SIER, 2018; 

SNAE, 2018b). It is therefore surprising to find that the teachers in our study, despite their 

enthusiasm and relative success, still express a sense of despair and remain overwhelmed by the 

burden of their work. 

One way to understand the results of this study is to connect them to the participants’ perceptions 

of their subject: SSL has a low status and is at times stigmatised. This correlates with the findings 

of Hedman and Magnusson (2020) and Siekkinen (2021) and is also in line with contemporary 

public debate and trends (see, for example, Ganuza & Hyltenstam, 2020). Significantly, 

stigmatisation relating to L2 teaching, its students and teachers has been reported internationally 

(see, for example, Talmy 2004). The findings and further the implications of this study can also be 

seen in a larger sociopolitical and educational perspective. It may be easy to place the responsibility 

for L2 students’ weak academic skills on the L2 students themselves, such as demonstrated in the 

research by Parszyk (1999) and Runfors (2003), among others. Focusing on students’ low 

proficiency in Swedish, and thereby placing the responsibility for their academic performance solely 

on them, implies that teachers and school leaders/management see no need for change, as 

exemplified by the principal who saw no need for change unless forced. 

This study highlights one perspective on SSL that has been given little focus: SSL teachers’ 

professional role, which includes aspects of teacher identity and opportunities for agency and for 
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being heard. The discord between, on the one hand, their clear enthusiasm and dedication and, on 

the other, their sense of being overwhelmed and of not being heard corresponds with earlier 

research from other contexts presented above. Our conclusion is that these teachers have a 

professional assignment that they are not equipped to manage. In a situation where school 

leaders/management and other subject teachers lack sufficient knowledge about L2 students’ 

learning requirements, it is unrealistic to assume that SSL teachers can take a leadership role in the 

type of school development and organisational changes that are required. That would require a new 

type of teacher role – one of a teacher who is an expert in the field of second language learning, 

who knows the educational needs of L2 students, and who has training in the field of leadership. 

This would then be an expert role, similar to that of special needs teachers in Sweden – an expert 

who, in addition to their teacher education, has advanced training both in leadership and in SSL. 

To conclude, teaching of SSL and the role of SSL teachers depend not only on the teachers’ own 

competence and experience in the field but also on factors outside their area of responsibility, such 

as available resources, knowledge at management level and space for collaboration with other 

teachers. This highlights the need to consider power relations when it comes to the subject SSL 

and its teachers. Furthermore, our study strengthens the earlier described tensions relating to SSL 

and the professional role of SSL teachers.  
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